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After only three months in office, President Abdala Bucaram has had serious disagreements with his
vice president and problems with several cabinet members. He has enacted policies that have led to
divisions in the indigenous community, generating bitter protests. And, he has become embroiled in
verbal confrontations with his predecessors. Nevertheless, the controversial president continues to
have strong popular support as the country waits to see how his social and economic policies unfold.
Bucaram was elected in a runoff election on July 7 on a populist platform that promised to respond
to housing and other needs of the poor and to clean up corruption and end nepotism.
However, within days of taking office, Bucaram became bogged down in scandals, the first of which
was caused by a raucous birthday celebration held in the congressional chambers and hosted by
his brother. Then, on Aug. 28, the Ecuadoran Supreme Court issued a permanent stay of charges of
embezzlement against Elsa Bucaram, the president's sister and former mayor of Guayaquil, who left
the country several years ago to avoid prosecution. The court decision brought immediate protests
by the opposition and calls for an investigation into whether the executive exerted pressure on the
judiciary to drop the charges against Elsa Bucaram.
Indications of what opponents call an authoritarian style of government emerged soon after
Bucaram was sworn in. The day following his inauguration, Bucaram militarized the country's
customs offices to control abuses by corrupt officials and prevent loss of revenue, and he signed a
decree giving the armed forces police powers to fight delinquency. Bucaram also announced cuts in
state spending that will include laying off 6,000 workers.
In another controversial decision, Bucaram hired the former economy minister of Argentina,
Domingo Cavallo, as his economic advisor. Cavallo was the architect of Argentina's rigid neoliberal
economic policies, which brought down inflation, but sent unemployment skyrocketing (see
NotiSur, 08/02/96 and 11/01/96). Bringing Cavallo on board brought criticism from the political
opposition in Ecuador and calls for caution from Argentine politicians. Rodolfo Terragno, president
of Argentina's opposition Union Civica Radical (UCR), advised Bucaram to "examine very carefully
the proposals from Domingo Cavallo." He added that Cavallo "followed erroneous policies that,
when translated to the Ecuadoran reality, could increase unemployment and the foreign debt."
In addition to his controversial administrative decisions, Bucaram also quickly demonstrated the
flamboyant and outspoken style for which he is known, engaging in a battle of words with his
predecessors and the political opposition. He called former president Sixto Duran Ballen a "liar"
and said he left the country in shambles. "I regret very much saying so, but Sixto Duran Ballen
deceived me," said Bucaram. "What we have received is shameful, there is not even enough for a
cup of coffee given all the debts owed by the central government to public institutions. The former
president lied." The new president also called former president Rodrigo Borja (1988-1992) a burro,
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setting off a new exchange of name- calling and accusations. "In the first month, this government,
like all populist governments, has shown that it was elected with the vote of the poor to serve the
plutocracy," said Borja. "While the people are entertained with the president's daily spectacle,
economic and social policies are being put forward that jeopardize the interests of people of few
resources."
In addition, the Movimiento Popular Democratico (MPD) said it is suing the president for calumny
for calling it "a party of mafiosos." "Abdala Bucaram will have to prove to the country and the world
that the MPD is a group of mafiosos," said party leader Luis Andrade.
For many analysts, however, the central concern about the government is the numerous and highly
publicized incidents and scandals that have erupted involving Bucaram's cabinet. Interior Minister
Frank Vargas Pazzos caught the country's attention when he set up a desk on the sidewalk in front of
his office building to "attend to the needs of the people." He also announced he was going to spend
several days in prison, living the same as the prisoners to better understand their problems. Then,
he unexpectedly announced his "irrevocable" resignation after two months in office for reasons that
are still unclear, only to retract his resignation three days later.
Some political analysts have questioned how much power Vargas really has, saying his duties
have been limited to directing police actions and he has little participation in setting policy in
his ministry. This observation came after security forces refused to obey an order from Vargas to
militarize an area where supposedly a clandestine cemetery for victims of the police was located.
Meanwhile, Minister of Education Sandra Correa has been accused of plagiarism regarding her
doctoral thesis and is under investigation by Congress. Correa had been a close associate of Vice
President Rosalia Arteaga and a member of the same political organization, the Movimiento
Independiente por una Republica Autentica (MIRA).
However, following expressions of support by Bucaram following the plagiarism charges, Correa
said she now belongs to the president's Partido Roldosista Ecuatoriana (PRE). That led to charges
that Correa was guilty of joining one party without resigning from another, a serious infraction of
Ecuadoran law that could cost her her job regardless of the outcome of the plagiarism investigation.
The most serious controversy, however, involved the new minister of energy and mines, Alfredo
Adum. Shortly after taking office, Adum punched an official at the Quito airport who asked him to
deposit a handgun he was carrying before boarding a flight. That was followed by an incident at the
ministry in which Adum insulted and physically threatened a legislative deputy, Marcelo Roman.
When political and union leaders filed charges with the Supreme Court against the minister for
several of the questionable incidents, they also requested that he be given a psychiatric evaluation.
However, Bucaram insisted the minister is doing a great job. "The energy minister does not need
any psychiatric exam, he is certifiably crazy, as is Abdala," said the president, dismissing the
accusations.
However, in early November, new charges arose. Sonia Palacios, an employee of the state oil
company Petroecuador, accused Adum of hitting her, insulting her, and holding a gun to her head to
force her to resign. Gustavo Teran, a legislative deputy from the Movimiento Popular Democratico
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(MPD, said a congressional committee was looking into all the charges, including allegations by the
vice president that Adum had threatened her. "We have come to the offices of Petroecuador to get
an idea of what happened, not only in the incident yesterday but regarding the systematic charges
of misconduct by the minister toward workers and employees," said Teran, who added that the
committee report would be presented to the full Congress.
Relations between Bucaram and his vice president have shown signs of strain that go beyond
the incidents with Adum. In mid-September, communiques between the offices of Bucaram and
Arteaga showed serious differences regarding the vice president's duties, which are significantly
less than the president indicated during the campaign. In addition, Arteaga has publicly disagreed
with several presidential proposals, including Bucaram's call to legalize the death penalty and to
implement castration as a punishment for sex offenses. Arteaga has also said she was not being
given sufficient money to carry out the social programs that she is supposed to direct. Bucaram
backed off his call for legalizing the death penalty after strong opposition from the Catholic Church
hierarchy and from human rights organizations.
Bucaram has also set off a major conflict with the indigenous community, which represents almost
half the population of Ecuador. Bucaram created an Ethnic-Cultural Ministry, which is seen by some
as challenging the influence of indigenous leaders and organizations. Indian organizations gained
prominence during the last election through the political movement Pachacutik-Nuevo Pais, which
won eight of the 82 seats in Congress.
The Confederacion de Nacionalidades Indigenas of Ecuador (CONAIE), the largest ethnic
organization in the country, rejected the creation of the ministry, which it defines as "political booty"
to be used by Bucaram to consolidate his popularity and "another bureaucratic institution that
will absorb resources" that should instead be channelled to the indigenous organizations. "We
are going back to decisions made without consultation," said Miguel Cabascango, president of
CONIAE. "Once again, indigenous leaders are offered government posts in exchange for support
and submission."
Luis Macas, leader of the indigenous bloc in parliament, said the creation of a new ministry is
contradictory. "They tell us that there is no budget to meet our demands and then they create new
public offices that supposedly don't even have a budget to set up telephone lines," said Macas.
"It is absurd." Instead of a ministry, CONIAE leader Nina Pacari said the organization proposes a
national council for planning and development of indigenous and minority peoples that would be
"an autonomous, independent entity, with its own economic resources and technical in nature."
CONIAE's Macas said the group was organizing a national protest on Nov. 21, when "two million
Indians will march throughout the country to show our rejection of the ministry."
In response, the president called Macas a thief and accused him of having asked for 750 government
jobs in exchange for support in Congress. "Senor Macas is a thief, a thief of concepts and ideas,
and he does not represent the indigenous people of Ecuador," said Bucaram. "The five people
who supposedly lead the Indians will have to conform to the law, and they will be arrested if they
organize demonstrations that affect Ecuadorans. They are people who fight to line their pockets and
not for the welfare of the Indians."
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Although Bucaram has yet to unveil his economic plan, he has announced several programs to
appeal to his popular base of support, including one to provide low-cost housing to needy families,
another, called "Abdalac" aimed at providing subsidized milk to people of limited economic
resources, and yet another to control prices of medicines. Such programs have kept Bucaram's
popular support quite high, although analysts predict that soon people's demands will no longer
be satisfied by spectacles and promises of social improvements. (Sources: Deutsche Press Agentur,
08/21/96; Reuter, 08/22/96, 08/31/96, 10/13/96, 10/31/96; Agence France-Presse, 08/17/96, 08/20/21,
08/29/96, 09/10/96, 09/13/96, 09/18/96, 09/28/96, 10/01/96, 10/04/96, 10/12/96, 10/13/96, 11/07/96;
Spanish news service EFE, 08/21/96, 08/26/96, 08/28/96, 09/02/96, 10/08/96, 11/07/96; Inter Press
Service, 08/29/96, 09/11/96, 10/15/96, 10/30/96, 11/01/96, 11/07/96)
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